While research has explored birth parent grief and loss, it has not been thorough in exploring how the experience of having an open adoption affects birth parents' grief and loss experience and resolution. Previous research has highlighted positive effects of open adoptions to date, but is quite limited in regards to the birth parents' adjustment in current day, open adoptions. This descriptive, qualitative study explores birth parents' experiences in current day, open adoptions and seeks to understand their experience of grief and loss and their movement towards grief resolution in the context of an open adoption. Findings of this study confirm that the experience of adoption placement involves grief and loss and that openness in adoption helps to mitigate this painful experience. Most notably, birth parents found meaning, comfort, and peace in knowing of their child's well-being and by having ongoing involvement in the life of the child and adoptive family. This opens new avenues in thinking about adoption and the meanings participants make of it. 
While research has explored birth parent grief and loss, it has not been thorough in exploring how the experience of having an open adoption affects birth parents' grief and loss experience and resolution. Previous research has highlighted positive effects of open adoptions to date, but is quite limited in regards to the birth parents' adjustment in current day, open adoptions. This descriptive, qualitative study explores birth parents' experiences in current day, open adoptions and seeks to understand their experience of grief and loss and their movement towards grief resolution in the context of an open adoption. Findings of this study confirm that the experience of adoption placement involves grief and loss and that openness in adoption helps to mitigate this painful experience. Most notably, birth parents found meaning, comfort, and peace in knowing of their child's well-being and by having ongoing involvement in the life of the child and adoptive family. This opens new avenues in thinking about adoption and the meanings participants make of it.
Introduction
DOMESTIC ADOPTION HAS DECLINED signifi cantly as women have more options for an off-time pregnancy. Birth parents, adoptees, and adoptive families have all infl uenced the social and legal aspects of adoption and contributed to more open and respectful practices which honour all members of the adoption triad (Henney, Onken, McRoy, & Grotevant, 1998; Henney, McRoy, Ayers-Lopez, & Grotevant, 2003; Gritter, 1997) . Nonetheless, it has been well documented that a woman who places a child for adoption experiences profound grief and loss (Condon, 1986; DeSimone, 1996; Deykin, Campbell & Patti 1984; Logan, 1996; Rynearson, 1982; Smith, 2006; Wiley & Baden 2005; Winkler & Van Keppel, 1984) . This descriptive, qualitative study explores current day, birth-mothers' experiences of grief and loss, and movement towards grief resolution in the context of an open adoption.
Several clinical studies have documented the effects birth mothers may experience after placing a child for adoption. These have included unresolved, prolonged, unacknowledged, and complicated grief, shame, and guilt; negative self-image; diffi culty in intimate relationships; challenges in parenting subsequent children; fantasies of reunion; anxiety; and trauma (Condon, 1986; DeSimone, 1996; Deykin et al., 1984; Kelly, 2005; Logan, 1996; Rynearson, 1982; Smith, 2006; Wiley & Baden 2005; Winkler & Van Keppel, 1984) . This study seeks to learn how birth mothers respond to their loss and how they cope in an open-adoption relationship.
The Changing Nature of Adoption
Since the 1960s and 1970s, signifi cant cultural and social changes have affected adoption policy and practice. Social security enhancements, declining stigma, and improved access to family planning all contributed to a decline in adoption relinquishment rates (Ge et al., 2008) . Birth parents and adopted children coming of age began to request information about their birth relations encouraged by new freedom of information legislation in many western jurisdictions. This challenged the notion that adoption could terminate all connections between adopted persons and their birth families (Appell, 2000) . These changes shifted the balance of power in adoption as birth mothers gained leverage to assert their wishes for the adoption, participate in family selection, and negotiate ongoing contact (Henney et al., 2003) .
These developments gave rise to almost three decades of research into open adoption, beginning with the seminal work of Pannor and Baran (1982) who describe open adoption as the process by which birth parents and adoptive parents meet and exchange identifying information.
Openness in this present study is defi ned as on-going contact between the adoptive family and the birth parent and/or birth family members. This can be articulated in a verbal agreement, a signed agreement, or an adoption order that incorporates the terms of the openness agreement. It may include in-person visits, emails, letters, phone calls, and sharing pictures. Present statutory requirements for birth parent service in British Columbia, the site of this research, can be summarized as follows: in a prospective adoption, an adoption agency must provide the birth parent with information about adoption and alternatives to adoption, as well as information about approved prospective adoptive parents. Counselling must be non-directive and explore all options, thus promoting the birth parents' right to self-determination and to plan for their child. Being treated as a parent with the ability to make decisions for their child, and receiving non-directive counselling, is sound social work practice that treats the birth parent with dignity when considering the diffi cult choice of adoption. Reamer and Siegel (2007) assert that these practices support a better grief outcome.
Methodology
This is descriptive, qualitative research that seeks to present birth mothers' experiences in everyday terms (Sandelowski, 2000) . It was approved by the Behavioural Research Ethics Board at the University of British Columbia. A qualitative method, grounded in the theory of social constructionism, is useful to a study that seeks to understand how birth parents describe, construct, and assign meaning to their experiences and the world around them (Kelly, 2005) . Qualitative research also has an inherent openness and fl exibility that allows modifi cation of the design to apprehend emergent discoveries and relationships, which can generate results that are understandable and experientially credible (Maxwell, 2005) . Thus qualitative research is well suited to examining the birth parent experience of child relinquishment and grief and loss in open adoption, which is an intricate and complex experience infl uenced by social context, including the adoption policies that structure relationships within the adoption triad.
Sampling
Sampling for this study was purposive, meaning that participants are sampled based on the purpose of the research study. Sampling was non-randomized and deliberative to achieve the goal of recruiting a specifi c population. Three licensed adoption agencies in British Columbia gave approval to post an invitation to birth parents, to participate in research with associated with the agency. The agencies all facilitate local infant adoptions and provide follow up support to birth parents. The three agencies work in all areas of British Columbia and thereby could draw a sample of birth parents from across the province. In addition, the Adoptive Families Association of British Columbia (AFABC) posted an invitation to birth parents, to participate in the research, in their bimonthly magazine.
Having received an invitation and having indicated an interest in participating, potential research participants were then given a detailed explanation of the research and were provided with a consent form and a questionnaire guide to review in advance of their interview. At the time of the interview, the consent form was explained along with the right to terminate and withdraw at any time. Before the interview began, a copy of the signed consent form, the list of counselling resources, and a gift card were given to each participant. Participants were given a short questionnaire to complete and then took part in a 40-minute, recorded interview. The questionnaire captured some basic descriptive data that indicated the life stage and activities of the participants (e.g. work, school), their living circumstances (alone, with parents, with a partner), prior knowledge of open adoption, stage of pregnancy at which they met prospective adoptive parents, and presence or absence of support for their adoption plan. The survey provided a basis for describing the sample and provided a springboard for the discussion that followed. It was intended as a gentle, concise introduction to the subject material covered in the interview. Ultimately 13 birth mothers, who placed their children for adoption, between the years 2000 and 2009, participated in the study.
A summary tabular description of the participants is found in Appendix C. Names have been changed to guard the anonymity of participants.
It is acknowledged that the resulting sample was subject to response/ non-response bias as it is self-selected. Birth parents who do not acknowledge grief and loss in the child relinquishment experience, or those who have had very poor experiences or may have different views about what was helpful to their grief and loss resolution, may have chosen not to participate. However, consistent with Palys and Atchison's (2008) analysis of the implications of response bias in epidemiological studies as compared with exploratory studies geared more to tentative theory building, we are satisfi ed that our sample provided useful data. Ultimately, participants provided insight into their own experiences and we do not presume to represent all present-era birth mothers who relinquish a child for adoption.
Data Collection
The primary source of data collection was through a short questionnaire, audiotaped interviews that utilized a 14-question guide, and fi eld notes that were recorded at the end of each interview. Interviews were conducted in a private space selected by the participant. Audiotaped interviews were transcribed verbatim.
The questionnaire gathered a demographic sketch of the birth parents. The interview guide used open-ended questions designed to focus the participant on the topic area. The interview guide helped to make the interview process more systematic and comprehensive, and captured the variability in participants' experiences. Additionally, the semi-structured interview provided the researcher with an opportunity to adjust the line of questioning during the course of the interview, based on the nature of the data that emerged.
Participants were fi rst asked a series of questions that were structured to elicit information about the circumstances surrounding their decision to place their child for adoption, and their feelings both before and after birth and placement. The second component of the interview consisted of open-ended questions that focussed on how participants had learned about open adoption and their thought process in determining how they would like to structure the relationship with the adoptive parents and child. This section also queried the nature of the relationship between the birth mother, adoptive mother, adoptive father, and the child now. The fi nal section of the interview contained open-ended questions about the birth parents' experience of grief and loss, and how the relationship with the adoptive family infl uenced their grief and loss. The fi nal question asked birth parents how they "make sense" of, or fi nd meaning in, this experience.
Data Analysis
The interviews were recorded, transcribed, and analyzed in an ongoing manner. The data were read repeatedly to achieve immersion and get a sense of the whole (Hsieh & Shannon, 2005) . Codes were inductively generated from the transcriptions of the mothers' interviews, in other words, from the birth mothers' own descriptions of their experiences; a process defi ned as open coding (Maxwell, 2005) . Codes were lifted from the exact language of the birth parents, which provided a direct representation of the data. Constant comparative analysis was employed to search for similarities and differences across the data (Padgett, 2008) . Major themes that emerged from the data were collected and grouped under headings. The subthemes that emerged from each subject were presented within the broader theme.
The data refl ected commonalities in experience and also depicted individual birth mothers' processes and the variability among them. Quotes were taken directly from the interviews while ensuring they protected birth parents' identities.
To build rigor, and to counter the possibility that interpretation may veer from their own meaning, participants were asked to review, clarify, and validate tentative fi ndings. This helped to ensure our interpretations were congruent with their experiences.
Negative case analysis was another tool utilized to build rigor. When a pattern was emerging from the data, we returned to the data to search for negative cases that would not confi rm the same fi nding. Care was exercised to determine if the negative case disconfi rmed the evidence, or if it was discrepant and thereby served to refi ne but not refute emerging themes.
Findings
All participants agreed that an open adoption is preferable and assists in the resolution of grief and loss. The ways in which openness had infl uenced birth mothers' grief and loss experiences are grouped under four major themes: (1) 
(1) Adoption Planning and Discovering Openness
Reasons for choosing adoption. Participants had similar reasons for deciding on adoption and these reasons preceded their consideration of openness. Many were single and wanted two parents for their child. A number said they could not provide for the child, as they could not even take care of themselves. "Struggle" was a word used by a few women to describe what life would be like for them and their children. Others acknowledged they were not prepared for the task of motherhood. Some birth parents spoke about how they chose life over termination of the pregnancy, even if it wasn't a life they would share together. Many acknowledged they chose adoption for the well-being of the child, as demonstrated in the following quote:
I wanted the best for her. I wanted her to have two parents and a stable relationship that could love her and give her everything, and I knew that I was too young in the sense that I wasn't married, didn't have a good job, and I wanted to give her everything, and I knew I couldn't give that to her. So that is the main reason why I chose adoption. It wasn't an issue of not loving her. I knew I could love her, I knew I could try my best, but I just didn't think my best would be good enough for her. (Sarah)
How birth mothers described their decision for adoption. All spoke of their "decision" for adoption and indicated it was their own choice and not a plan made against their will. Their experiences of opposition to, or support for, adoption by family and friends varied greatly. Yet many knew that regardless of others' support, the choice was theirs to make. Expressions of confi dence in their decision permeated the fi ndings. One birth mother expressed regret in her decision for adoption but acknowledged that it was her decision along with that of the birth father. She expresses herself in the following quote:
We didn't have a crystal ball, so we did the best we could at the time, we made the best decision we could at the time and it's going to work out in the end. Honestly, if I could go back, would I keep her? Yes. But I didn't know things were going to work out and like my mom says to me, "you made the best decision you could at the time, you can't say these 'what ifs' because it will make you crazy." (Sarah) A few birth mothers expressed other regrets not related to the adoption decision. The regrets included not spending more time with the baby at the hospital, not holding the baby, not being more assertive with wishes for openness, not putting an openness agreement on paper, not taking more time to get to know the adoptive parents before the baby's birth, and not choosing the right adoptive couple for their child.
Initial thoughts on openness. In this study, few birth mothers had prior knowledge of openness and ongoing contact in current day adoptions. The majority thought they would never see their child again and/or thought their child would only be permitted to seek contact when he or she had reached adulthood. Initially, a number of women thought they would prefer a closed adoption. Their rationales were as follows: "to put it behind me and move on with my life" (Amy); "because it would be diffi cult to see her and I didn't want to get attached" (Marisa & Michelle); "because it would be better and less confusing for the child" (Sarah). These women expressed gratitude that pregnancy is long and gave them time to learn about openness in adoption.
(2) Grief Experience and Adjustment within Open Adoption
Feelings and experiences at time of relinquishment. The birth mothers in this study expressed a wide spectrum of feelings about their pregnancy and child relinquishment. The data shows a diversity of feelings from bliss to debilitating depression. At the time of their child's birth, all women had arranged for an open adoption, although the form of openness in each varied.
Diffi cult feelings included feeling "sad, down, anxious, overwhelmed, depressed, upset, confused, nervous, scared, regret, self loathing, angry, and jealous." Most described this as a very hard time in which they cried more than they had cried before in their life, some attributing this to the adoption and some to the hormones associated with labour and delivery.
Many described the fi rst month after the baby's birth as the most diffi cult. Many felt bliss from delivery, and enjoyed a high feeling for a short while, going from "the ultimate high to the ultimate low." Women also expressed experiencing loneliness, emptiness, a void in their empty stomach, and missing their baby.
I think the strongest emotion that I could link with the fi rst month is feeling lonely. There was defi nitely an emptiness when she was no longer there and the way people treat you is different. Pregnancy is so exciting and so happy and everyone's all over you asking you questions and after no one really knows how to approach you. So not only is the baby no longer with you, but everyone kind of takes half a step backwards. In general the feeling was very lonely. (Sophie) Some women spoke of anxiety in completing the adoption process. They were concerned about having the baby, seeing if the baby was okay and in good health, and then having to move on to the next stage in the adoption and in their lives. Another woman described her last month of pregnancy as "not sad" but more as a time to cherish her child in utero before birth.
I started realizing that these would be the last moments with my son, and so I just wanted to sit at home and be with him and soak that time in with him. I just remember feeling like I just wanted to wrap him in my life for a little bit longer, for that last little bit. (Amy) Many women expressed strong, positive feelings of pride in bringing a child into the world and in placing their child with adoptive parents and thereby creating a family.
I was excited to know there was a little human being in the world because of me. That was the excitement of having a child and I still had that excitement because I still got to hear so much about her, and I felt like I was hearing her gurgles and her growing, the fi rst time she laughed, the fi rst time she smiled, so that was kind of exciting. The excitement I had was in knowing she was happy and that got me through. (Jenna) A number of women identifi ed the actual separation as the hardest moment. A number of women recalled how they lost composure and removed themselves from the situation in order to cope. I knew what was coming when I was handing him over to the car seat. I couldn't even look at him. I can't remember if he started crying or not but I knew I started crying right away so I just had to leave. I had to remove myself from that whole situation, and get in the car and then go, so I just kind of ripped it off like a Band-Aid. (Rebekah) Lastly, a common expression by birth parents was their concern for the future, even within the open adoption relationship. They realized that while they planned for their child before birth, with adoption they would no longer make decisions for their child and they no longer had control of the situation. There were common general worries about the unknown future, and worries whether the open adoption relationship would be satisfactory to all.
Present feelings and experiences. Several of the birth parents reported feeling "a lot better," others shared descriptors such as "great, happy, good" and many said they no longer think about their child's adoption every day.
I don't think I can remember the last time I was upset about it. I don't really miss him at all, because I'm probably going to see him tomorrow. (Jill) Overall, I deal with it well. I can live, day to day; it's good. I don't think about them everyday anymore. (Rebekah) The birth mothers refl ected that the unfolding of their feelings has been a process. Many noted they went through stages of grief and felt an array of emotions. Some talked about the ongoing nature of grief and the mixed feelings they experience at different milestones (child's birthday, Mother's Day).
It came in different stages and I had to just let myself really feel it, to be able to move onto the next, and I don't have that same grief anymore. (Sophie) I don't really miss him, but I miss those parts of the day that you don't get to be a part of and that is the only thing I get sad about is that oh, I wish I was there for those little things that are so sweet and fun. Some birth mothers did not fi nd the words "grief and loss" accurate or appropriate descriptors of their experiences. All acknowledged that it has been an emotionally challenging experience, yet they worked to defi ne their own experiences in their own terms. Factors that have helped birth parents cope. Most women identifi ed the support of family and friends in helping them cope with the initial adjustment and ongoing feelings related to the adoption. They identifi ed friends, mostly mothers and some fathers, a future husband, a new boyfriend, siblings, aunts, and other birth moms as being a support. Two women identifi ed the birth father as a source of support. A few mentioned an adoption counsellor and the adoption agency as helpful, but the women predominantly identifi ed non-professional supports in their personal life.
Some women identifi ed the adoptive parents as a source of comfort and support, and expressed appreciation for their care. They said that getting to know them, hearing about their child, and seeing them and their child were helpful to their adjustment and grief resolution. They also said that looking at pictures of their child was helpful. Also putting effort into the open adoption relationship was identifi ed as helpful.
The relationship I had with the adoptive parents helped. Seeing them and seeing her with them in their house is always a source of comfort as it exceeded my expectations, so that defi nitely helped me cope with some of the grief. 
(3) Forming Open Adoption Relationships
Relationship with the adoptive parents. Some birth mothers had not seen their child nor the adoptive parents since placement, yet they maintained an open adoption through other methods such as email, pictures, letters, Facebook, and phone calls. Many had in-person visits. Regardless of the nature of the contact, the relationship with the adoptive parents and their child was signifi cant to the birth parents.
Birth mothers had many terms to describe the adoptive parents. They described them as "friends, extended family, very kind and very good people, awesome, distant family, very good friends, family, a big support." However they framed it, birth mothers spoke of the intentionality they exercised in building a relationship with the adoptive parents. They spoke of its reciprocal nature as a gift from which their child would benefi t.
I've learned that the more trust and honesty and respect that you give to others, the more inclined they are to reciprocate. I think the three of us have come to understand that we didn't want my son to be the one link between us. At the centre of the experience for me is how the three of us could be so loving. We're all able to share this experience together and focus on the relationship that the four of us share. (Amy) Birth mothers used many descriptors to portray the qualities they have experienced in an open adoption relationship. Predominant terms included "harmonious, respectful, open, cooperative, trust, respect, honesty, reciprocal, consistent, warm, open, and amazing." However, two women in the study described how rigidity has restricted the relationship. They noted that the diffi culty of the relationship is a factor that hinders their grief process.
I think they only tell me the good. I don't think they're telling me the bad. I think they just want him (her son) to be so perfect, so it's kind of fake sometimes. (Carla) Most birth mothers identifi ed their relationships with the adoptive parents as a supportive factor in their grief and loss resolution. Few women spoke about the adoptive father in detail, but most had much more to say about the adoptive mother. A general fondness and tenderness for the adoptive mothers was evident throughout the interviews. Some birth mothers were protective of the adoptive mothers and were affi rming of them as mothers. Birth mothers described the adoptive mother as "a sister, a friend, really close, a very special relationship."
Our relationship is based on our daughter. We both can see in each other how much we love her. It's like having a friend that you can talk with about so much that it makes you smile about everything. We've been able to share so many stories and love about our daughter. So I think it's a great relationship. (Jenna)
We have a really special relationship. During the pregnancy she was one of my biggest supports. She has continued to be one of my biggest supports and supporters. I think that there's something there that most birth mothers feel for the adoptive mothers. There's this special bond and a relationship there that I don't think will ever be broken. I care and love them all, but I really can honestly say that I love the adoptive mother. I really respect her as well. (Sophie) Relationship with the child. It was important to all of the women to know that their child was doing well and was happy in life, and knowing this brought them comfort and peace.
It was very important to the birth parents that their child would understand (now or in the future) that they very much care for the child, are available to the child, and chose adoption in the best interest of the child.
She's going to know I was there to be part of her life…. I want her to grow up and know that I'd made the effort to be part of her life and the adoptive parents allowing me to be part of her life is awesome. It made me feel so good about the entire thing. The women in the study had a variety of ways of describing their roles in relation to their child. Many used familial descriptors including auntie, extended family, an older sister, tummy mummy, and an invested third party. One birth mother foresaw her role as an aunt, but as her open adoption relationship with the adoptive parents is rigid in structure, she has not been able to assume this role and feels a sense of rejection, which has complicated her grief process.
Inherent in building a relationship with their child and the adoptive family was the birth parents' need to have boundaries and as many described it, "some space." They described this space as necessary to be healthy, to not feel too obsessed, to fi nd balance, to feel they are moving on with their life's plans, and to protect themselves.
(4) Refl ection on Closed and Open Adoptions and Meaning Making
Birth mothers' perception of how a closed adoption would infl uence the experience of grief and loss. Birth mothers were unanimous in noting that the experience of grief and loss would be greater in a closed adoption. They said they would be "sadder, upset, would dwell on it more, would always wonder how the child is, and would regret not having it open. There would be more stress and grief which could cause more stress later in life." With respect to closed adoption, some were adamant: "There's no way. I wouldn't have chosen adoption." Some could not entertain the option of a closed adoption.
Refl ections of birth parents' experiences with openness. The birth mothers were in unanimous agreement that having an open adoption was helpful in their process of grief and loss resolution. They noted that openness made the experience "much easier, provided comfort, softened the grief, provided a cushion and minimized the grief." They shared the sentiment that seeing their child's development and happiness brought them joy, some describing it as their greatest joy. This also inspired the birth parents to live full and happy lives and to "get on" with their own lives.
Knowing she's really loved and happy makes it easier. The assurance, knowing she is going to have a great life helped me to move on with my life and to become stronger, and knowing that I went through that has helped me believe that I'm stronger and there's more acceptance than there was before. The whole process of her being happy has helped me accept it. (Jenna)
How birth mothers make meaning in their experience of adoption. Much of the meaning birth parents attributed to the adoption was found in the construction of an ongoing role in the life of their child and that of the adoptive family. They demonstrated pride in their child and talked fondly of the child. Seeing their child is happy and loved was the bottom line for them and this brought them contentment. Some described the experience of having the child as the best thing they have done to date, how the experience changed their lives, and how it continues to defi ne their lives.
Discussion
The goal of this study was to describe how the experience of grief and loss was infl uenced by open adoption in a small number (13) of birth mothers. Findings confi rmed that having an open adoption was helpful and generally mitigated the grief and loss experienced when relinquishing and placing a child for adoption. The birth parents were unanimous in their reports that having an open adoption had a positive effect on their grief resolution.
Grief Remains a Common Experience
While open adoption provides some relief to birth parents' experience of grief and loss, most identifi ed the adoption placement as diffi cult and emotionally laden. This is a common theme in the literature about a woman's response to child relinquishment (Condon, 1986; DeSimone, 1996; Deykin et al., 1984; Logan, 1996; Rynearson, 1982; Smith, 2006; Wiley & Baden, 2005; Winkler & Van Keppel, 1984) .
Of the 13 women in the sample, only one woman expressed regret in her decision to place her child for adoption. The other 12 women expressed guilt for not being able to provide for their child and remorse that they could not be with their child. This fi nding is similar yet different from past research, wherein expressions of birth parents' remorse centred on the decision for adoption (De Simone, 1996) . This study has shown the birth parents felt confi dent in their decision, yet some still experienced different facets of guilt and remorse.
This study also confi rms prior research fi ndings that grief is a process that goes through stages, is a personal experience, and does not have a standard trajectory (De Simone, 1996; Worden, 1991) . Experiences of the grief process varied greatly. Some acknowledged that the adoption may be grieved throughout their entire life while others defi ned their experiences of grief as "bouts of diffi culty." Most acknowledged that the grief and loss has eased tremendously, which is congruent with other research on open adoptions (Ge et al., 2008) . Nonetheless, one birth mother noted that the grief was worse when she was surrounded by preschool children, which reminded her of her sons. In such circumstances, grief can be re-stimulated by environment (Condon, 1986; Hooyman & Kramer, 2006; Silverstein & Demick, 1994; Townsend, 2003) .
Ability to Plan for One's Child
This study had a new fi nding, as not all women in the study expressed diffi cult feelings of grief and loss. Some felt "not teary, not sad" but rather "proud, happy, comforted" through the experience of birthing and placing a child for adoption. The women attributed their more positive emotional state to knowing they had been the one to plan for their child (i.e. choosing the adoptive family and negotiating ongoing contact) and they expressed confi dence in the decision they made.
As per legislation in British Columbia, birth parents may select the adoptive family by way of an approved home study. Concerns about where their child will be living can thereby be assuaged. This is congruent with research which shows that choosing the adoptive family and arranging an open adoption increases a birth mother's sense of control as she takes more responsibility for the decision to relinquish her child, which then assists with grief resolution (Berry, 1991; Berry, Cavazos-Dylla, Barth, & Needell, 1998; Brodzinsky, 2000; Cushman, Kalmuss, & Namerow, 1997; Pannor & Baran, 1982; Townsend, 2003; Baldassi, 2005) . Openness provides birth parents with the assurance that their child is being well cared for; a comfort for one of their most signifi cant worries (Baldassi, 2005; Gross, 1993; Silverstein & Demick, 1994; Townsend, 2003) . Assurance was a strong theme in our research fi ndings.
Confi dence and Positive Feelings
A fi nding of this study less commonly refl ected in the literature was the confi dence with which the women spoke of their adoption decision. The birth mothers were all very clear that the decision was theirs to make, regardless of how much support or lack of support they felt. This demonstrates a factor noted by Smith (2006) , that in order for a woman to "integrate the adoption decision without undue negative long term consequences," she needs to make peace with her decision and not have experienced coercion in that decision. A study by a post-adoption support organization (Magee & Brodzinsky, 2010) produced similar fi ndings, with birth parents reporting confi dence in their decision as a critical factor in their adjustment process.
Another novel fi nding was the positive feelings that the birth parents reported at the time of the child's birth and over the years subsequent to adoption. Excitement was commonly reported in regards to seeing the child once he or she was born. The celebration of the baby's arrival, the euphoria and bliss of bringing a child into the world, was spoken about along with their on-going pride in their child. Prior research by Lancette and McClure (1992) reported similar fi ndings that having greater certainty of her child's well-being may contribute to a birth mother's sense of pride regarding her decision.
A New Role to Experience
Many research studies have found birth parents continue to think about their children (De Simone, 1996; Townsend, 2003; Rynearson, 1982; Wiley & Baden, 2005) . Our research resoundingly confi rms this. Open adoption provides the birth parent with knowledge and assurance of the child's well-being and the potential for an ongoing role in the child's life (Berry et al., 1998) . Birth parents in this study described how they defi ned their role in the open adoption relationship, and in doing so they are providing an expansion of the discourse on the meaning of adoption and family. Being able to defi ne and assume a new role in the open adoption relationship signals a movement towards grief resolution that is consistent with William Worden's (1991) theory that mourning can be considered complete when a person is able to experience pleasures, take on new roles, and look forward to new events. Additionally, Neimeyer (2009) notes that grief can become complicated by role confusion, but when a grieving person can experiment with a new social role and identity, "restoration oriented coping" is demonstrated (p. 75). The birth parents in this study showed growth and steps to grief resolution inasmuch as they could describe their role and were fi nding a way to be in a relationship with their child and the adoptive family.
Support of Adoptive Parents
As birth mothers defi ned their role in the open adoption, they also noted the degree of support they felt from the adoptive parents. Most experienced them as caring and empathetic and described them as a source of support. In a study of 323 matched birth parents and adoptive parents, Ge et al. (2008) reported a similar fi nding-that adoptive parents provided an informal source of social support through exchanges and contact. This is signifi cant as it is at the heart of open adoption which doesn't seek "separation and replacement," but rather "continuity and empathic awareness" (Silverstein & Demick, 1994, p. 114 Henney et al. (2007) also noted a negative correlation between a birth parent's satisfaction with the openness arrangement and his/her global grief score. Birth parents in our study articulated the best qualities of the open adoption relationship (honest, harmonious, respectful, open, cooperative, trusting, respectful, reciprocal, consistent, warm, open) and noted that the adoptive parents' disposition towards them contributed to their grief resolution. This illustrates the centrality of the relationship between the birth parent and the adoptive parents. While birth mothers clearly articulated they cared for their child, they identifi ed their primary active relationship in the adoption triad as being with the adoptive parents. This is the foundation for a positive relationship with their child as he/she matures.
Being Open in General Helps
Birth parents noted that being open about the adoption in other areas of life has also been helpful in coping and adjusting, continual growth, and healing. This is, in effect, a byproduct of open adoption. By being open, the birth parents did not carry their adoption experience as a secret, that for many in closed adoptions was a confounding factor for an integrated life narrative (Sullivan & Lathrop, 2004) .
In writing about grieving, Neimeyer et al. (2009) note that retel ling one's narrative provides social validation of one's story and experience, yields empathic understanding, promotes mastery of diffi cult passages, and helps counteract avoidance coping. Brodzinsky (1990) wrote that resolution is possible if a birth parent can express their grief in a non-judgmental environment. Many women in the study reported speaking at adoption education panels and identifi ed this public re-telling of their stories as benefi cial to grief resolution and healing.
Recommendations for Policy & Practice
Adoptive parents and birth parents can benefi t from agency support and should be made aware of the benefi ts and risks of open adoption. As they embark on a lifelong relationship, they may well draw on support that is affordable, balanced, comfortable, and accessible. Adoption counsellors can specialize in the open adoption relationship over the life span, being accessible at key transitional life moments such as a birth parent's marriage or subsequent pregnancy, an adolescent adoptee's movement toward a more independent relationship with the birth parent, adoptive parents building additional open adoption relationships in subsequent adoptions, and so forth.
Suggestions for Further Research
Although the fi ndings presented in this research-study offer new insights into birth parent experiences, there is still much to learn. We did not explore how the open adoption relationship evolved over time, or what birth parent contributions infl uence the success of the relationship. This could serve to explain the concept of agency and responsibility in a birth parent's evolving role and in her grief resolution process. It would also be a signifi cant contribution to elucidate the outcomes for adoptees who grow up within the context of an open adoption.
What history has demonstrated is that closed adoptions have deleterious effects on all adoption triad members. While open adoption cannot be claimed the panacea to birth parents' grief, the evidence is growing that openness has mitigating and healing qualities. It is not necessarily the degree or quantity of openness that mitigates grief, but it appears that empathic awareness and understanding bring the validation and comfort that this is vital in grief resolution. Continuing research may move the study of birth mothers' experiences beyond the paradigm of grief and loss.
APPENDIX A Questionnaire

